The Safety Catch

during an eclipse, and having held no less than seventeen posts in
eleven years, posts that ranged from Secretary to the Headmaster
of a Prep. School at Hove, to answering fan mail at a Film Studio,

To these three ladies John wrote, inviting them to call at Number
Four Stinton Street. He timed them carefully, and gave Miss Pick-
shore priority. At her appointed hour, there came a tiny knock on
the door, as if the door itself had modestly cleared its throat. John,
seated at his desk in his best suit and most elegant tie, put his hand
to the latter to straighten it, quite needlessly, smoothed his hair,
moved a letter tray a fraction of an inch, and called out "Come In!"

The door opened slowly and with polite effort, as if it were of
massy iron, and a small woman looked round it. John looked at her,
and instantly felt like a well-groomed tom-cat seeing a mouse
putting its head out of a hole in the skirting. The mousy visitor
smiled nervously.

"Did you say Come In?" she asked in a voice five degrees above
a whisper.

"Yes," replied John. "You're Miss Pickshore?"

"Yes," she admitted. "That's right."

"Come and sit down," said John.

"Oh, thank you," said Miss Pickshore. She turned completely
round and closed the door with both hands, using one as a motor
and the other as a brake, so that no unseemly bang should mar the
perfection of first impressions. This achieved, she walked towards
John, smiling resolutely at the floor, with steps that suggested tight-
ropes and precipices. She sat down in the chair in front of John,
not with an air of rude comfort, but uneasily, as if one could have
passed a packet of cigarette papers (though none would have taken
so great a liberty) between herself and the seat of the chair.

John looked at her, 'and she wriggled slightly. She had small dark
eyes which seemed to be watering with fright, a rather red nose,
and very small hands which she folded on her lap. She wore a hat
which owed its shape to being put on her head. What it might have
been before it had this chastening experience, it was impossible to
imagine. The interview was, in effect, over. John cleared his throat
and glanced at her letter which lay on the desk before him.

no